Letter From the Guest Editor
I was honored when Dr. Pinckard invited me to be the Guest Editor for the March 2018 issue of Academic Forensic Pathology, which focuses on environment-related deaths. Actually, I was even more pleased at the response I received from the colleagues whom I tapped to contribute to this issue. Writing a scientific article for a peer-reviewed medical journal, let alone a review article, is no small time commitment, and the timeline for this particular deadline ran concurrent with the busy holiday season. I am indebted to all of them for sacrificing their valuable free time in order to put together these outstanding reviews.
The specific topics I chose, as well as the authors invited to put together a review, came about through a combination of asking colleagues with proven expertise in an area to share it with our readership, targeting pathologists located in specific geographic areas to write on what are likely more common cases for their office when compared to offices in other areas, and truthfully, calling in a few favors from friends who have a solid track record in getting manuscripts published in the forensic sciences. The list of topics we covered for this issue is far from exhaustive. We could have easily doubled or tripled the number of manuscripts, particularly if a broad definition of "environment" were utilized. After all, isn't every scene an environment?
The choice of focusing on environment-related deaths was a natural one for me. Before embarking on a career in pathology, I was a clinician who specialized in military operational medicine, particularly diving and submarine medicine. After a stint as a hospital pathologist, I looked for a way to combine my clinical experience with my training in laboratory medicine. When asked to define "forensic pathology," whether in a courtroom or during a lecture, I often begin by offering "operational pathology" as substitute terminology. To me, forensic pathology focuses on the interaction between the body and the environment. While we are all fairly skilled at diagnosing disease by examining the major organs and organ systems, a detailed external examination is what separates a forensic autopsy from a hospital autopsy.
As pathologists, much of what we do on a daily basis can be categorized as environmental pathology and therefore we are all environmental pathologists. Sure, I concede that the standard dogma of 40 to 50% of cases investigated by the average medical examiner/coroner office will get signed out with a natural manner of death is reasonably true. And while I enjoy discovering a previously undiagnosed malignancy or providing closure to a family by relating the extent of coronary artery disease in an otherwise apparently healthy young person, deaths due to environmental factors are just plain fascinating. I am not sure that I have met a forensic pathologist who didn't think deaths due to lightning strikes, drowning, thermal issues, or exposure to extreme environments were anything short of case of the week status. Settings such as hypoxic environments, the desert, the top of a snow-covered mountain, a rapidly flowing river, and even the launch pad at Cape Canaveral provide fascinating case histories. Anatomic findings such as Wischnewsky lesions and Lichtenberg figures come about as close to pathognomonic as things can in our line of work.
So, I hope you enjoy the invited reviews prepared by your colleagues and presented here in our Journal. They should serve as valuable references for the investigation of deaths that some of us will see more often than others, ranging from the fairly common drowning deaths to the once-in-a-career examination of astronauts who have died during a mission to space. While you are reading, think about some of the environment-related deaths you have investigated in your practice and consider sharing your expertise with the rest of us.
